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TO:
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Director of Operational Support
DATE:
18 January 2007
AUTOMATIC FIRE ALARMS 
1.
Purpose

1.1
To inform the Community Safety Committee with regard to the current workload generated from unwanted fire signals from automatic fire detection equipment.
2.
Recommendation

2.1 The Community Safety Committee note the report.
3.
Risk Assessment 

3.1
Economic:  During the period 1 January to 31 December 2006 turnout costs associated with unwanted fire signals totalled £706,000.  Of this total £174,000 represents cashable savings from the retained service.  The remaining £532,000 is non-cashable but represents potential time and effort that could be put to other community safety related purposes.  These figures only account for calls due to defective equipment and not those generated by good or malicious intent; hence these figures can be considered conservative.  

3.2
Social:  Changing mobilisation policy with regard to unwanted fire signals may cause anxiety amongst the community and staff.  However, data shows that 99% of calls originating from automatic detection equipment require no action by the fire service.  Nonetheless, the Service’s attendance at these incidents does increase the risk of fire appliances being involved in accidents and adds unnecessary noise and emissions pollution to the environment.
3.3
Legal:  Chapter 1.1 of The Fire and Rescue National Framework 2006/2008 reiterates the legal requirement on all Fire Authorities to produce a local IRMP that sets out the Authority’s strategy for:

· reducing the number and severity of fires, road traffic accidents and other emergency incidents occurring in the area for which it is responsible; 

· reducing the severity of injuries in fires, road traffic accidents and other emergency incidents; 

· reducing the commercial, economic and social impact of fires and other emergency incidents; 

· safeguarding the environment and heritage (both built and natural); and 

· providing value for money. 

The framework fundamentally places a duty on Fire Authorities to undertake the required risk assessments to demonstrate how their mobilising policies, for example, contribute towards achieving its strategy.  Other than this there is no requirement placed upon the Authority to attend fire signals generated from automatic detection systems.
3.4
Environmental:  There are pollution issues associated with attending these types of incident, primarily from engine emissions and noise. 

4.
Background

4.1
During the years 1989 – 2002 the number of calls to false alarms nationally caused by automatic fire detection equipment rose from 81,100 to 281,000.  This rise can be attributed to an increase in the number of systems being installed in premises over the period, as a result of guidance contained in the building regulations and other statutory fire safety guides, as well as pressure from insurance companies.

4.2
A fire alarm system serves two purposes.  Firstly, to warn the occupants of a building of the potential outbreak of fire and secondly, to provide early notification to fire and rescue services of fires in unoccupied buildings.  In occupied buildings, the occupants continue to be the most reliable method of actual fire detection.

4.3
In the former situation the notification of a potential fire allows the early evacuation of the building thus ensuring the safety of the occupants.  In the latter situation, there should be no occupants at risk and the fire alarm system is used purely for property protection.

4.4
Over the years it has become custom and practice nationally for Fire and Rescue Services (FRS) to attend calls from automatic fire alarms as if they were genuine calls to fires.  In 97% of cases there is no fire and in the majority of the cases where there is a fire, it is either out on arrival or there is no significant fire damage and the fire is dealt with by one appliance.

4.5
In Cambridgeshire, this equates to a figure of 0.77% of attendances requiring some sort of fire service intervention, or 113 fires from 14,120 calls during a review period from 1 April 2001 – 31 March 2004.

4.6
This custom and practice has been buoyed by FRS’s advising occupiers to call the fire service in such situations.  This was mainly borne out the need to raise income in the days when charging for attendance at false alarms was permitted.

4.7
In 2004, an IRMP project document made recommendations to implement a risk based attendance protocol and introduce the Chief Fire Officers Association (CFOA) unwanted fire signal policy.  This document is attached at Appendix A.  Neither of these initiatives has yet had any significant effect on unwanted fire signals and operational crews continue to be diverted away from more urgent operational work.

4.8
The Service has in place a Fire Signals Manager whose role is to assist districts in working with occupiers of buildings to reduce the number of unwanted fire signals.

4.9
Given the occurrence of fires experienced over the review period it may be time to consider whether fire service attendance is necessary.  The introduction of the Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005 in October 2006 places very clear requirements on occupiers to provide suitable and sufficient training for staff in what to do in case of fire and for evacuating the building.

4.10
Given the primary purpose of a fire alarm system is to give warning to occupiers that there is a potential fire within the building it is reasonable to expect that all persons should be able to leave the building pending a check of the premises by a competent person in the employers employ.  There should therefore be no safety issues arising out of adopting a non attendance policy.

4.11
In order to prepare occupiers for this change in direction the service could seek to work with them to give guidance on what to do if the fire alarm sounds and how to call the fire service if they discover a fire.  Records built up over the last 5 years would give a good indication of which premises to target such work.

4.12
During the recent industrial dispute this approach to dealing with calls from automatic fire alarm systems was utilised with no adverse effect on life safety.

5.
Workload and Cost
5.1
Unwanted fire signals from automatic detection equipment accounts for over 50% of the operational workload.  During the 12 months from 1 January to 31 December 2006 there were 6335 mobilisations to automatic fire alarm calls.  Of these 159 were for the turntable ladder.  Retained crews undertook 1377 of these mobilisations and wholetime crews the remaining 4978.  The cost of staffing appliances has been calculated at £126 for retained and £107 for wholetime crews.  Hence the cost totalled £706,000.  Of this total £174,000 represents cashable savings from the retained service.  The remaining £532,000 is non-cashable but represents potential time and effort that could be put to other community safety related purposes.  
5.2
However, this cost takes no account of the disruption to training and community safety events, or the subsequent reduction in fire cover whilst appliances are occupied.
5.3
These figures are conservative as they only consider calls resulting from malfunctioning equipment and do not account for calls of malicious or good intent.
6.
Summary
6.1 The Service needs to reduce its mobilisations to automatic fire detection equipment.  This can be achieved through the adoption of sensible response protocols combined with advice and education of occupiers of buildings using this equipment.   It may be prudent to consider a review of the Service’s mobilisation policy to automatic fire alarms and to do this as part of IRMP in order that stakeholders can be fully consulted on the outcomes of the review.
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